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THE READING.AND WRITING ABILITIES OF SWEDISH PUPILS: _
A SURVEY. CF THE DEVELOPMENT FROM GRADE -1-70 GRAGE 12 .

In a paper read at the 1973 UKRA Conference (Grund1n 1975&) I
presented the outline of a fairly large- -scale Swedish’ study of
the development of reading and writing abilities dur1ng the comp-
rehens1ve and the upper secondary school yearss. i.e. from the age .

.of 7 to thz age of 19. Th1s study was p]anned and carried o dur1ng

the per10d 1571 - 1975 at the Linkoping College of Educat1on.

The prOJect comprlsed kwo maJor parts \

-- a survey of the development: of certain readlng and writing
skills in the comprehensive and upper,secondary schools, andr

~= an attempt to establish - by means of, among: other things, an
inquiry among head teachers of Swedish - go what extept pupils
‘leaving school have reached satisfactory Tevels of reading and
writing sk111s. | . . - .

) Ce 3
dhe survey of skills development was made by means of testing, on ©
two occasions with one year's interval between the testings, about

- 2.600 pup1]s 1n Linkoping. The same tests and 1nstruct1ons were

used on both oécasions, and each subtest was used ‘at as mady grade
levels as was deemed feas1b1e, in order to fac111tate compar1sons
between’ grades as to the level of reading and Wr1t1ng skills rea-
ched, In grades 6 through 12 exactly the same test,battery was given"

to all pupils.

The inquiry among head teachers of Swedish, concerning mim'mumo ;LP‘
satisfactory performance levels in pupils leaving schooT, was add-
ressed to practically all .such teachers in the country, i.e. about »
950 teachers.'More than 700 of those xeachers'compTeted and returned

the questionnaire. oy - *a

Further details about the details of the study and information about
the various subtests used can be found in the prev1ous paper referred
to above (Grundin’ 1975a)

In the gresent paper I will br1ef1y summar1se and comment upo%‘ﬁhe.
most important resu]t of this study. The full report of the study

has been published in \swedish with a summary in English (Grund1n'§P"

1975¢). . . . T - N
& . 3 " . v . N\
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o

The generalApicture of, the development of reading and writing

abilities

The ‘general trend in the development of reading and writing abi-
Tities is illustrated in figure 1, which summarises the results

ot five subtests. The slope of the tine connecting two points of
measurement indicates the growth rate'during that particular year.
Differences like the one betweem{ say, the grade 4 mean 1972 (x)
and the grade 4 mean 1973 (o) reflect sampling errors, in that
they are means for different samples from two consecotive year
groups The figure shows the development for normal class and"spe-
cial class pupils ‘in the comprehensive sdhool (grades 1 - 9).

‘the upper secondary school the development is shown for three dif-

ferent types of study courses: the academic,_including grades 10 -
12, the semi-academic and<the vocational, including grades 10 - 1.

w -
'

/ figure 1 to be inserted here /

Growth in the abilities studied is, on the whole,. continuous from
the school start to thé end of the upper secondary school. The s
growth rate dec“eases, however' markedly with increa%ing pupil age.
There are no clear indices of stagnation or recess -i-except among
pupils in _the vocational courses in the upper secondary school:
these pupqls seem to have reached their maximum ability level by
the time they leave the c0mprehensive school. It is noteworthy that

‘these 'pupils also were Qhe only ones who did not take the subJect

Swedish during the year of investigation.

'The growth rate among speg¢ial class pupits is generally similar to

that of normal class pupils in “the cprresponding grades. In some
cases the differences betwéen- the 1972 and the lQ73 samples of spe-
cial .Class pupils are quite large, e.g. in ‘grades’ 3 4 and 8 This
reflects not only sampling errors, but. also the fact that the cri-.

.teria for referring pupils to special-classes may vary from grade

toigrade. : . iy ‘ T

Growth rages at differentvlbiléty levels -, jare the gaps widening?

As figure ‘1 indicates the growth rate among special class pupilg
is roughly the same as that among normal class pupils. This is an
interesting, and rather unexpected finding. &t lS normally assumed

that any mental growth rate is slower for 1nd1v1duals below aserage
QR o :
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- _ and more rapid for-those above average, i.e. differences between .
. . o lindividua]s increase with age (cf. e.g. Ljung 1965 and. Olson 1959)
’ f If the gap between normal and special class pup11s remains fa1r1y N
constant for a number of years, this may indicate that the school
has been at least part1a11y successful in 1tsi2ttempt to provide
, ) + compensatory education for children w1th learning disabilities or
" | s1m11ar,hand1caps. , ~

S : : ’
‘The growth rates at different abiTity levels have a]so been studied

for each subtest. The results show that the gaps between abiiity‘r
groups remain_fairly constant in some skills and increase moderate-
ly in other skills. The school seems to sometextent successful in
preventing the gaps from widening, but*it does not manage_to close
those gaps =~ it cannot even make them more narrow. Most educators,
hou]d I be11eve agree that the school must try to compensate for
\ ’ ’ , - various handicaps and “disabilities. (Th\s probably goes even for
those who want. soc1ety -to be d1fferent, SO that handicaps are not
produced to the present extent. ) Yet few educators are likely to

oo be of the op1n1on,that it should be the objective of the school to.
? close entirely the 'performahce‘gaps' between groups of children
at different ability levels. : ) R
- ’ - . N

Performance differences among classes in the%same grade
. N~

-

It is a well known fact that the performance level in any school ’
<;\subJect may vary cons1derab1y from classroom to classroom. It is - ]
rarély possible, though, to compare the differences ng classes 3_
) , . in the same grade to differences between grades. Yich comparisons /
' can be made - and have ‘been made -yin the paksen study. The results
show a considerable overlapping between grades iin terms of class f
. means from grade 3 and upwards,. This means that a weak class in f
7*‘” ot o grade 4 is below the top classes in grade 3. And 1n the h1gher gra-
\ des the over]app1ng is even greater: a weak normal class in grade
( 9 can perform at a level which is equ1va1ent to the overall mean/ .
for grade 6! And Ln vocat1onai classes in grades 10 and’11 the class
) r o mean may be very c]ose to grade 7 or even grade

These d1fferences amgng classes haveh of course, important implica-
tions fbr the teach1ng of ‘reading and’ Wr1t1ng. But the d1fference§*
X ard also likely to influence greatly teachers' conceptions about
Q - " what is the narmal perfoqmz;te'level in a particular gere. If a
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teacher s exper1ence is- limited e1ther to ‘weak' classes or to
classes w1th a high performance ]eve] h1s Judgment about what

'should be expected of the average pupil may be very much biased =

(cf. discussion below-and in Grundin 1975b).

I
J IS

Performance and socio-economic status

The effect on academic perﬁormance of social or soc1o economic han-
dicaps has been demonstrated in numerous stud1es. The f1nd1ng¢ of
this study support the view that thére is a substant1a1 corre]acxon
between socio~economic status of a pup11 s family, and the pupil's
reading and wr1t1ng perfornance. It has also been poss1b1e te study
the size of the performance di fferences between var1ous soc1o-econo-

‘mic groups in comparispn to-the differences between grade levels.
: o " _

o~

" The average growth curves for SES group 3 (mainly working-class

chi]dren)fand SES group-1 (upper middle-class and upper class ahild-

aren) are-particularly interesting to compare. Throughout the comp-

rehens1ve school years those curves-are approx1mate1y paral]el, io

e. the gap between SES groups ] and 3 1s considerable a]ready after.
Oone or two years in school, but after that 1t remains fairly cons- ~
tant. The size %f the d1fference Between SES groups 1 and 3 is very

.considerable:’ th*ean d1fference,\]s in genera] equ1va1e t to the i
'_difference betwe
" other words, the work1ng-c1ass ch11dren seem to lag three{academic

the overall means for grade 6 and- grad 9. In

years behirid the upper middle-class ch11dren in terzﬂ,bf eading

_'performance To whai‘extent this 'is a genu1ne handi&ap in readihg

ability and to what extent it" reflects the‘fact that m1dd1e-c1ass )
values and norms largely dom1na%e our scnoo] system cannot be deter-
mined on the basis of the test data ava11ab1e here,

On the.whole,,then, thé comprehensiv? sémool seems to leave the
gaps in terms of-p€rformance between different_socio-eéonomic_
groups unchanged The differences'eXisting after the'first school

- year - and presumably a]ready when the children start schoo] -

st111 exist when -the pupils leave school eight years later. It is

an obJect1ve of the modern compr hens1ve school to help to compen-
sate for the socio-economical determined 1earn1ng hand1caps expe-{
rienced by 1arge groups of children, The Swedish comprehens1ve ‘
school is obv1ous]y far_ frim ﬁﬁlly successful in this respect. It

is possible, though, that it is iore sucgessful than immediately

[ o . ¥ ke -
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appears, since the_gaps between the socio-ecodomic groups can be
expected to grow wider and wider, if no compensatory attempts are
made. The fact that the gaps do not widen with ihcregsing pupil

age may, therefore, indicate that the schoo] is part]y successfu]

in its efforts to compensate for socio- economlc hand1caps.

1Y

- /

r /.

i . -

There is in‘Sweden no commonly accepted definition. of functional

_reading ability or functional literacy. These concepts have, in

fact, only recently been used in Swedish discussions about reading.

. There seems to be no international “agreement, e1ther, as to what - °

the p
. before leaving school at the age of 16.

constitutes functlonal literacy. Expressed in grade level equiva-
lents, functional Titeragy can mean, apparent]y, anythlgg from
reading ab111ty at grade 4 level to ab111ty a; grade 9 level. In
my opinion, reading ability at the level wh1ch is normally reached
after six years ifd the Swedish comprehens1ve school . constitutes a
reasonable cr1terlon of functional literacy in a society,. whlch .
relies heavily, like most industrial or post 1ndustr1a] societies, -
upon th; prlnted word for communlcatlon of 1nformatlon It should .

be notédrthat in Sweden pup11s normally 1eave grade 6 at the-age of
13. ¢ '

-

- 4
i

To what extent do Swedish pupils failito'meetothis ¢griterion - or
other criteria - of functional literacy? In table 1 data about three
different criterion 1e%e1s are 1nc1uded .the grade 3, grade 4 and ‘
gradeé? cr1tenﬁé For each category of school 1eavers are indicated
centages of pupils whﬁ have not reached the criterion 1eve1s

) table 1 to be inserted here'/

1 ° . 't»

About g5 per cent of the puplls leaving grade 9 - 1nc1ud1ng "special
class pupils - have reached or surpassed the grade 3.and. grade 4
criteria. And some 85 per cent have reached --or surpassed - the
grade 6 criterion. Lonsequént]y, some 15 per cent of those 1eav1ng‘
the” comprehensive schoo] have not surpassed the grade 6 criterion

of functlonal literacy. ThUS, a substantial proportion of our young‘
people leave school with reading and wr1t1ng ab111t1es,ihat can be '

~cons1dered insufficient in view of the demands of\the socjety in____

ERIC R G

.y
ot

T

fiich théy are going to. live and work. .8 ‘
| .

{
i
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- Since I read this paper at the 1975 U&RA Conference, dccounts of *
- omy research have been fa1r1y w1de1y pub11c1sed Unfortunate]y, the
R term 'funct1ona1 1111terate has been used - for example in The N
Times Educakional Supplement (Duckenf1e1d 1975) - as a label for
those who reach adulthood wi th reading and writing abilities not
exceed1ng the grade 6 level. 'Functional illiterate’ - a phrase
coined in  this context by a Swedish journa]jst - is a misnomer, as
there can be nothing functional abbut 1ack}ng an ahi]ity. To use
' this phrase in the present context 1s also - and that is more ser1~ é
ous - m|slead1ng, since it conveys the idea that a person read1ng
‘only at grade 6 level is almost 1111terate d th1s is,, of course, «
far from true, since the adverage ]3-year-o]d has quite wel] deveio~ )
ped- read1ng and writing skills, The average. d1fference in ability
~ < ~between a 13-year-old and a 16-year- -01d is also much smaller than
the 3verage difference between, say, a 10-year-old and a 13-year-o]d
(cf. &igure 1 .above). / :

( . Teachers* est1mates of m1n1mum sat1sfactory performance levels for |

v
a

schoo] 1eavers )

.
el

A survey of the actual aevelo ant of pupils' reading and writing W
.+ abilitjes can tell us nothing abolg whether we should be satisfied
= . or dissatisfied with the present si uat1on. In order to shed some .
Tight upon this prob]em we carried Qut an inquiry where exper1enceds
teachers (i. e. head teachers of Swed1sh) were asked to jndicate -
for each test employed in -our survey - what, in their 05}313%? is ..
“the ‘mjnimum level of performance an average pupil leaving school
should™yeach, before he is considered to have given}prcof of sati
fagtory ability. In other words, teachers were asked te indiga
.for each test, what score they be]{eve constitutes the mini

\)

e ’l'factory performance level. o
oA e, ,,w : P Lo .
Wy s - X
J ﬁﬁxﬂﬁt unexpected]y th1s proved-a ery difficult task "A number’ of
. teachers refused to maké‘aﬂy‘5:ngent, as they cons1dered the task

’ sary distinction bétween what they .
\> : ] ©  what they think pupils ought to be able to perforffi I have dls jssed

-

) these problems 1n-a paper in the new UKRA per1od¥ca] "Read1ng Edu

\‘l ‘ " . 3 . ¥ u” . “' .
EMC . L aeta1‘ted }evx'p,as'm.on. a 10 C / S )




~ There are great var1at1ons between teachers' opfh1ons regarg?nguf
e . the estimates .of m1n1mum sat1sfactory performance 1eve1s for schoo]
) S leavers of each category (comprehensive schoo], upper secondary
' academic, semi- academ1c and vocational). Th]& ledds to considerable
R . - . over]appwng between categories of school 1eavers. Somg -upper-secon--
‘/1/. L o dary school teachers demand less of a grade ]2 pup11 1dfan academic
' course that other teachers demand of ‘the average grade 9 pupi]'.And,
- , % vice versa: some conprehens1ve school teachers demand more of tﬁm
' A average grade 9 pupil than other teachers demand of the average
grade 12 pup1]' Such wide d1fferences in feachers Juq§ment have,
of course, far-reaching 1mp11cat1ons for any attempt to evaluate
the results of “‘the school's" read1ng and wr1t1ng 1nstruct1on by
" means of inquiries among teachers. PR a b T CAL

} f - ’ ' ’ J :
In spite of the great variations between teachers Judgments, there

is fa1r1y good agreement between the average demands - or expecta-
“tions, - of teachers,{on the one hand, and the average~performance
level--of the pup11s on the other. This part1cu1ar1y true. of pup1ls
in grade 9, It must be emphashied though,ethat this does not ne- -
' cessar11y mean that most teachers are sat1sf1ed with® the perfonmance(
level of* the average schoo] 1eaver. A teacher may be d1ssat1sf1ed
) and ‘yet accept, re]ucta Ys the present situation - pelhaps s1mp1y
7 . because he does not be] e th}t any marked 1mproVement 1s poss1ble.

e y 7« In other words, it is impossible to tell to what'extent our quest1-
onnaire rep11es ref]ect re31gnat1on rather than genu1ne sat1sfact1on

. N 1 - -
Consequences for educationa]\research and practice ¢

L4 9 . 3

the need for future‘research my findings po1nt above all
¢ ) to the 1mportance of stud1esdot func%iona] 11teracy what can be
\\\\_expected or demanded; how can we\teach - or help pupils to learn -
' the sk11?s they need’etc. The studies needed are not simply empir1—
ca] stud1es of abilities and teaching or ]eapn1ng outcomes, We a]so
‘need analyses of a more ph1]osoph1ca1-nature; where the value sys-’
. tems'underiying various kinds of evaluation of reading abilities
N ; _are studfed, are made '@dsib]e'.IWhere'the implications of various
' ways and means of avaluating read1ng ab1]1ty are spe11ed out in

£ great deta1| etc,. .-
) . . . 0 5 'A ) .
‘ A ~ For educat1onal pract1ce the f1n3&ngs d1scussed here should have °°
" Lo , conSequEnces pr1mar1'g( within the foHowmg areas: s

‘ / | - "4y 4= The formulation of objectives: for the reading and~wr1t1ng ‘“St‘
ERIC + IR -  are necded, 4
ERIC" » X ructwn)‘ more spec1fic and pre,cise tonnu'lations are needed. j
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funct10na] I1 eracy S _;.;H e

-

-- The' qrgan1sat1ona] and instructional prerequ1s1tes for a cont1-

nuous, systematic tra1n1ng of read1ng and wr1t1ng abilities
_ , . ‘throughout the school years. those prerequ1s1tes.must be care-'_.
2;»’”,,/’// -~ : fully analysed, part1cu]ar]y w1 th reference to tine higher® schoo]

7 stages, P;> e . . T - 1?
== The allocation of instructional resources to var1ous schects.
- it should be cons1dered whether the tota] effect of schooling :

© .« could be 1mproved by devoting more’ resources to ‘the tra1n1ng -

! ¢

; e % of bas1c commun1cat1on sk111s. .o

. -- The educat1on and further educat1on of teachers‘ all teachers,.
° . o but above ali the teachers of Swedish, shnu]d be better equ1pped
' » to he]p their pup1]s tp develgp basic read1ng and wr1t1ng sk1115

A

The conclusions that can.bé drawn from this Swed1sn study of tne ;
deve]opment of reading and wr1t1ng abitities through the ages 7 td
o 19 years are, in several respects, similar to tgos of "the Br1t1sh '?é
;fﬁr < “Bullock Comm1t¢eg (Department of Education and Science 1975) In'
’ ’ part1cu1ar, both ,my study and the stud1es and. ana]yses of - the Bu]-
lock Committee po1nt to the need to redefine the teach1ng pf read1ng
so that it is made clear te all those concerned that-there mu;t be

.o , @ continuous:effort throughout the school years, My conclusions ‘v "§
therefore fully endorse the third of the Bu]lohk Comm1ttee s-ha1n
_ <, recommendat1on5' T4 . s = \;. me
. h~%2 I ’ _ "Every school shpuld. devise a systemat1c policy for the deveﬁop-'
. . ment of reading competence in pup1]s)of‘a]1 ages and ab111ty :
oL ' ]eveTs." (op. c1t., p 514) - ., ‘i
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